Animal social play represents an important tool for self-and social-assessment purposes during the juvenile phase. Nevertheless, this activity may continue into adulthood as well providing immediate benefits to the playmates. In this study, I investigated the dynamics of adult play in a wolf colony hosted at the Pistoia Zoo (Italy). The study wolves performed social play to a greater extent compared to solitary play. Play distribution was not affected by relationship quality (measured by body contact and agonistic support frequencies) and aggression levels. Probably, in wolves other behavioural strategies are employed for strengthening inter-individual relationships and reducing conflicts among fellows. Play was distributed throughout the entire group independently of the sex of playmates. The absence of sexualdimorphism in play may be linked to the fact that in the wolf pack males and females share the same roles and behavioural repertoire. Rank distance between conspecifics negatively correlated with play distribution: by playing wolves with closest ranking positions tested each other for acquiring information on skills of possible competitor and gaining hierarchical advantage over it. Finally, in agreement with previous studies, my findings showed that wolves significantly reduced their playful activity during contests of high conflict of interests such as mating period and feeding time.
Introduction
Animal sociality has been viewed as an evolutionarily advantageous state, in which members derive the benefits of cooperation (protection from predators, mate choice, collective rearing of offspring, and territory defence) balanced by the costs of competition for limiting resources (Parrish & EdelsteinKeshet, 1999; Silk, 2007) . Cooperation is considered as a social phenomenon associated with many interactive components that do not occur when animals do not cooperate (Hinde, 1979; Schuster et al., 1988 Schuster et al., , 1993 Schuster, 2001 Schuster, , 2002 . In fact, cooperating individuals may learn to fine-tune their actions in order to coordinate and anticipate each other's behaviours (see Schuster & Perelberg, 2004) . A distinct category of behaviour that may contain cooperative and competitive elements at a proximate level is social play (Bauer & Smuts, 2007) . Play has been thought to be more prevalent and complicated in larger-brained species because it requires socially complex skills to be performed so as to maximize its benefits and minimize its risks (Fagen, 1981; Martin & Caro, 1985; Byers, 1999; Iwaniuk et al., 2001 ). The real benefits of animal social play, and therefore its evolutionary significance, remain unclear (Caro, 1988; Pellis & Iwaniuk, 1999a ) and many functional hypothesis have been formulated on this behaviour: providing physical training (Smith, 1982; Byers & Walker, 1995) , developing cognitive skills (Loizos, 1967; Poirier et al., 1978; Fagen, 1981; Martin & Caro, 1985; Dolhinow, 1999) , improving fighting abilities, achieving social assessment (Thompson, 1998; Pellis & Iwaniuk, 1999b , 2000 , training for the unexpected (Špinka et al., 2001) , limiting aggression, and increasing tolerance around food (Palagi et al., 2004 (Palagi et al., , 2006 (Palagi et al., , 2007 . A widely accepted view is that the function of play is not the same in all the species; furthermore, within a given species, play can be influenced by different variables such as dominance/social relationships, context, habitat, sex, and age (Breuggeman, 1978; Poirier et al., 1978; Dolhinow, 1999) . Concerning age, playful activity is most commonly reported during the juvenile phase (Fagen, 1981 (Fagen, , 1993 Mendoza-Granados & Sommer, 1995; Dolhinow, 1999; Palagi et al., 2004) . Nevertheless, play can continue into adulthood, thus suggesting that this behaviour provides benefits also at the immediate level, such as overcoming the resistance of a potential sexual partner (by promoting the familiarization), establishing and maintaining social bonds, and probing for strength/weakness in dominance relationships (Pellis & Pellis, 1991; Pellis & Iwaniuk, 2000; Palagi et al., 2004;  
